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The Dangers of Mercury

Cont am nati on of a Lincol n Apart rment

On July 3, 1997 t he Li ncol n-Lancast er County
Heal t h Departnent (LLCHD) was notified and
began an i nvestigation of areported netallic
nmercury spill inacentral Lincoln apartnent.
Arecent occupant of the apartment conpl ai ned
of joint and nuscl e aches, red sensitive skin,
nausea and sl eepl essness after bei ng exposed
to hi gh amounts of mercury. The apartnent
occupant was tested for nercury poi soni ng and
was found to have a bl ood nercury level 4to0 6
times the nornal |evel.

VWhen cont acted, the conpl ai nant reported
col l ecting nore than 2 tabl espoons of nercury
fromthe floor and carpet of the Lincoln
apart nent using hi s hands and a vacuumcl eaner .
The nercury was present inthe apartment when
t he occupant nmoved in on April 1, 1997.
Following an initial investigation of the
cont am nat ed apart nent, mercury vapor |evels
inthe dwelling varied from60 to 600 ug/ nt.
The Agency for Toxic Substances and D sease
Regi stry (ATSDR recommends a | evel no hi gher
than 0.3 ug/n of netal lic mercury for adequate
heal th protecti on and a saf e envi ronnent. Uoon
further investigation, it appeared that the
t enant i mredi at el y precedi ng t he conpl ai nant
may have been responsible for the nmercury
spill and cont am nati on.

Several other individuals were affected by
the nmercury contam nation in the Lincoln
apartment. They include: the conplainant’s
wi fe, atenant who noved i nto the apart nment
after the conpl ai nant for a short period of
time but before the health departnent was
notified of the contam nation, and this
tenant’s ex-wife and child. Qhers who were
part of LLOHD s investigation and potentially
affected by the nercury were: a professional
carpet cl eaner who cl eaned bet ween apart nent
occupanci es, the owner of the apartment, the
apartment’ s property manager, and anot her
fam |y that had their carpet cl eaned by t he
af orenenti oned carpet cleaner (this was a

pr obl embecause nercury renai ned i n t he vacuum
and its hose).

Wthin the contam nated apartnment, mercury
was found in large visible droplets in the
carpet, flooring, subflooring, sill plate,
outsi de entry stoop, crawl space dirt, and
sink drains. LLODestinates that one pi nt of
nmercury was recovered fromthe apartnent, and
that the cost of the total decontam nation
was approxi mat el y $17, 500.

Epi dem ol ogi cal followup in this case was
hanpered by difficulty in contacting and
obt ai ni ng cooperation frompotential ly harned
indi vidual s to test their exposure | evels.
This is a fairly comon difficulty in
epi dem ol ogi cal response to comuni cabl e
di sease out breaks, environmental hazards and
ot her public health threats. Transiency of
popul ati ons, suspicion of public officials,
communi cation barriers, andillegal activity
can all create barriers toidentification,
testing, and treatnment of all ill persons. O
t he persons who were tested (10), three
i ndi vidual s had extrenely high | evel s of
nercury intheir bodi es and were gi ven chel ati on
treatnent, seven persons had nornal nercury
| evel s, and an addi ti onal three individuals
wer e not tested due t o noncooperati on.

What is Mercury?

Mercury i s a heavy, silver-col ored, poi sonous
netallic element that remains in aliquid
state at roomtenperature and with exposure
to the air can exist as a col orl ess vapor.
There are two nai n types of nmercury: organic
mercury (for exanple, nethylnercury) and
inorganic nercury (netallic nercury). Mrcury,
also referred to as quicksilver, is found
naturally in the environment and i s an added
conponent of many consuner goods. A w de
range of househol d products that are used
daily may contain mercury, including:
thermometers, baronmeters, batteries,



fluorescent |ight bul bs, el ectrical swtches,

m | dew proof paint, mrror coating, skin-

i ght eni ng products and anti septic creans.

Mercury can al so be found i n the dental amal gam
used for dental restorationandis usedinthe
processi ng of some chem cal s.

Wer e Can Mercury Be Found i n t he Envi r onmrent ?
Mercury is rel eased into the environment from
natural as well as human-made sources. The
maj or source of nmercury in | akes, soil, and
vegetationinthe United States i s fromhunan
activities. Mercury enters the environnent

by four main processes; (1) during energy
producti on processes, (2) through incidental

rel ease as the result of industrial activity,

(3) through release as the result of

i ntentional use of nercury, and (4) through
accidental release in the home. Mercury
em tted during energy production includes
processes used to nake coal and al so from
fossil fuel power stations. I ndustri al

activities that rel ease nercury into the
envi ronnent i ncl ude cenent production or netal

mning. Mrcury emtted by i ntentional use
i ncl udes such practices as t he di sposal of

batteri es and fl uorescent | anps, and hazar dous
wast e and bi onedi cal waste i nci neration.

Mer cury Poi soni ng:
Effects
Exposure to nmercury occurs when you br eat he

its Synptons and Side

Cat

mercury-contam nated air, ingest nmercury-

cont am nat ed wat er or food, or allownercury
to touch and pass through your skin. CQurrently
thereis little evidence that dental amal gam
is an inportant source of mercury poi soni ng,

however routine consunption of nercury-

contam nated fish is one of the nost conmon
ways t o be exposed to nercury. Consumng fish
fromlakes with fish advisories should be
avoi ded.

Synpt ons associ ated with mercury poi soni ng
include: trenors and shaking, trouble
remenberi ng and concentrating, gumprobl ens
(gingivitis), skinrashes, |oss of appetite
and wei ght, changes i n nood and personality,
and changes i n vision and hearing abilities.
It isinportant to note that harmfrommercury
exposur e can begi n nont hs before synptons
arise. Fetuses are especially susceptibleto
damage fromexposure to nercury, thus pregnant
wornren shoul d be particularly careful to avoid
exposur e.

Wiaen high | evel s of mercury are found in the
body, “chelation” therapy is necessary.
Chel ati on t herapy i nvol ves putting a chem cal
i nto the bl oodstream the chenical then conbi nes
withthe mercury toaidinits renoval from
the body. The body rids itself of the nercury

Freparedby Traci Severe. For nore i nfornati on about the deta
inthisspecid brief, or torece veasubscriptiontoBi-Info,
contact LLG-DEpi denol ogy Servi ces (402\ 441- 8000) .

Gregg F. Wright, M.D. , Interim Health Director
Steinweis, Acting Public Health Epidemiologist
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